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A large part of misunderstanding of the role and capacity of nonprofit activity stems from limited research and data on the sector. America's pluralism and generosity have been so natural that there never seemed a need to study them. Now that distinct misinformation is skewing public policies and perceptions, there is a scramble to sort out what the voluntary sector is really all about and what the differences are between government and nonprofits.
Much of the research is producing a body of knowledge about what the independent or voluntary sector is and
what it is not, and both views are proving vital in sorting out its usefulness and limitations.
On the plus side, this third sector of activity and organizations provides a different way of seeing and doing things. For example, foreign visitors who increasingly come to learn about American philanthropic and voluntary activity report that a very real aspect of freedom and influence is missing without this buffer sector. At best, they find it restrictive and at worst oppressive when only one governmental system exists for education, culture, or religion and where there is no tradition of independent service and criticism. These "thousand points of light" are the neighborhood improvement societies, Catholic charities, overseas relief organizations, American Association of Museum Volunteers, private schools and colleges, United Way, corporate foundations and public service programs, United Negro College Fund, fraternal benevolent societies, National Association of Neighborhoods, conservation and preservation groups, Council of Jewish Women, community foundations, National Public Radio, and millions, not thousands, of others. Whether one's interest is wildflowers or civil rights, arthritis or clean air, oriental art or literacy, the dying or the unbom, organizations are already at work, and if they do not suit one's passion, it is possible to start one's own.
One need not go back in American history to find examples of all this caring. A far larger proportion and many more parts of the population are involved in community activities today than at any time in history. Americans organize to influence every conceivable aspect of the human condition, and they are willing to stand up and be counted on almost any public issue. In recent times, Americans have successfully organized to deal with a vast array of human needs and aspirations, including rights of women, learning disabilities, conflict resolution, Hispanic culture and rights, the aged, voter registration, Native Americans, experimental theatre, international understanding, drunk driving, population control, consumerism, and on and on. Volunteers' interests and impact extend from neighborhoods to the ozone layer and beyond.
Beyond the urgent causes and crusades, the independent sector simply provides more people a chance to do their "own thing"-to be different-to be a bit freer-to be unique. It is useful to realize that the independent sector is much smaller than the government and commercial sectors. In terms of national income, commerce totals 79 percent, government is 15 percent, and the whole of the independent sector is only 6 percent. The comparison becomes even starker when one measures the total expenditures of nonprofit organizations against the expenditures of government. Nonprofit groups spend approximately $250 billion a year as contrasted with the combined expenditures of the three levels of government which come to about $2.5 trillion.6 Thus, the ratio is about one to ten. It should also be noted that approximately onethird of the income of the nonprofits comes from governmental allocations.
When seen this way, it becomes clearer that the sector is small compared to government and that all such private efforts have to be targeted uniquely or they will not be worth much to society's needs and goals. There are ways by which that 10 percent can be spent to make a difference far beyond the relative sizes, but if the funds are not targeted carefully, they add only an incidental rather than an extra dimension. Further, if a large part of the nonprofits' 10 percent is diverted to cover what government no longer feels it can do, these organizations lose their capacity to be different from government. 
It is not in the cards

President Reagan did devote a good deal of attention to the activities of nonprofit groups, including honoring private sector initiatives by individuals, organizations, and corporations. To the extent that a society is what it vener-
ates, Reagan's efforts in that area were very helpful, and will have lasting benefits. Those advantages, however, were more than counterbalanced by many of the Reagan Administration's other actions which undermined the ability of voluntary organizations to fulfill the larger role that the President expected of them. The difficulties began with the basic misunderstanding of the size and role of the voluntary sector. The President pushed these groups to more responsibility than they could assimilate. As a result, many of them, particularly those dealing with the most vulnerable, faced intolerable expectations and ended up with a good deal of undeserved guilt and blame.
From the start of that Administration, I was struck by how little those who were attempting to foster philanthropy and voluntary action really understood it. Within months of the inauguration, I found myself working with White House staff and volunteers newly involved with the President's Task Force on Private Initiatives who really believed that corporate philanthropy alone, which then totalled only $3 billion or a fraction of one percent of the federal budget, could take over support of programs utterly beyond anything that corporate philanthropy could ever achieve. There was a total lack of understanding of the size of private giving. Even after we would agree to disagree on what public programs were wasteful or useful, they were still thinking of dollar responsibilities to transfer to private giving that could never be assimilated. These were not people who were trying to find an excuse to cut 
Do not impose new taxes on nonprofit organizations
, and remove the existing two percent excise tax on foundations. Taxing tax-exempt organizations is a contradiction. When user fees are a fair consideration, do not let government go to extremes. For example, the foundation tax was designed to cover annual monitoring expenses, but the cost to foundations is approximately $250 million a year which is close to 20 times Treasury's highest estimate of their costs. Two hundred and fifty million dollars may not seem like much to a government with a budget of $1.2 trillion, but it would make a noticeable difference in annual foundation grants. Similarly, taxes on college endowments or fees paid by those who can afford some part of the services they receive from a social welfare agency will not produce much real revenue for the government but it will subtract some real capacity from these organizations. If the Administration genuinely wants and expects an expansion of private initiative for the public good, it cannot let the government's need for revenue contradict that intent. 
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